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LEARNING ENVIRONMENT IN RURAL AND URBAN CLASSROOMS

Bikkar S. Randhawa and Julian O. Michayluk

University of Saskatchewan

Saskatoon, Canada

In the thirties, Lewin (1936) suggested that behavior is the resultant

of two interdependent vectors--person and environment--operating in a dynamic

field of "life-space". Similarily, Brunswik (1957) pointed out that all aspects

of physical environment are potentially relevant to learning, while Walberg (1970)

stated that much of the reliable variance in student performance, is attributable

to the aptitude of the learner and the environment of learning, leaving only a

small part to be accounted for by instructional variables and perhaps by inter-

actions beWeen the three factors. In view of the importance of environment

as a manipulable factor in learning, the locus of interest in educational

measurement is beginning to shift from measures of the individual to measures

of the environment.

In the last few years a number of scales for assessment and evaluation

of learning environments have been developed and constructed for different

instructional levels. Based on the concept proposed by Murray (1938), Stern,

Stein, and Bloom (1956) elaborated the environmental press concept by applying

it to assessment studies and demonstrated that an improvement in the prediction

of performance was possible by defining the psychological demands of the

situation in which the performance takes place. Using Murray's classification

of needs as a model, Stern (1958) constructed several experimental editions of

a needs inventory, called the Activities Index. More recently Sinclair (1969)

developed the Elementary School Environment Survey for identifying various

aspects of environmental press in the elementary school.

Perhaps the most recent development has been based on the Getzels' and

Thelea's (1960) theoretical model of the class as a social system. A series
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of researa and evaluation studies was carried out by Harvard Project Physics

using secondary school physics classes (see Anderson, 1970a, 1971a; Anderson,

Walberg, & Welch, 1969; Walberg, 1968b, 1969a, 1969b, 1969c; Walberg & Anderson,

1968). For the first few studies of Harvard Project Physics, the instrument

used for assessing the pupil's perception of leaming environment was Class-

room Climate Questionnaire (CCQ) (see Walberg, 1969b). This scale was

quickly followed in 1969 by psychometric studies (Walberg, 1969b, p. 444)

which found that the CCQ scales were unreliable and redundant, and work began

immediately on an instrument called Learning Environment Inventory (LEI).

With the advent of the Learning Environment Scales and other similar

instruments questions were asked regarding whether the pupils react uniformly

among the various grade levels for every academic subject in a classroom

learning situation. An investigation was made at the secondary level by

Yamamoto, Thomas, and Karns (1969) who were concerned with pupil perceptions

of various aspects of the school including subject matter. Using 800 sinth.

through ninth-graders (100 in each sex in each grade) Yamamoto et al. studied

the attitudes of the students towards four courses (social studies, language,

science, mathematics) and four people (classmates, parent, teacher, and the

pupil himself). No overall sex differences were detected, and there was a

monotonic decrease in the favorableness of rating on both curriculum and people

as the grade level increased.

Yamamoto, Thomas, and Kr,rns (1969) also reported that there were grade

and pupil sex interactions. In general, mathematics and science courses had

equal and high scores on Vigor (alivedull, large--small, strong--weak,

fastslow), wnereas social studies and languages were rated significantly

lower. The oertainty concepts (safefrightening, easy--difficulty, usual- -

unusual, familiar-strange), were highest for language as compared with math-

ematics', social studies and science, respectively. In general, mathematics
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and science courses had equal and high scores on Vigor (alive--dull, large- -

small, strong--weak, fast--slow, whereas social studies and languages were

rated sigi-iificantly lower. The certainty concepts (safe--frightening, easy- -

difficulty, usual--unusual, familiar--strange), was the highest for language

as compared with mathematics, social studies and science, respectively.

Anderson (1971a) investigated the relationship of teacher sex and course

content on 15 dimensions of the classroom learning climate. In science,

mathematics, humanities, and French classes, Anderson (1971a) administered

the 15 scales of the Learning Environment Inventory (LEI) in an attempt to

describe the classroom climate as perceived by pupils to one another, to the

organizational properties of the class, to class activities, and to the

physical environment.

Anderson's study showed that rteither teacher sex nor its interaction

with course content produced a statistically significant effect on classroom

learning climate. Course content itself, however, revealed three statistically

significant dimensions of discrimination. The first discrimination axis separated

mathematics classes from the others, on the second axis, humanities were at

one extrems with science at the other; French classes were separated from the

rest on the thin; axis. Mathematics classes were characterized by high friction,

favoritism, difficulty, cliqueness, disorganization, and low formality and goal

direction. Science classes were perceived as formal and fast-moving with little

friction, cliqueness, and disorganization. Humanities classes were paced

and "easy" as compared to classes in science and mathematics. French groups

without high levels of friction or disorganization.

In another related study Olson (1971) investigated eleven differenc.

variables simultaneously, among them, subject taught, class size, grade

level, type of teacher, and sex of teacher. Subject taught, class size,

grade level and type of teachers were found to have a significant relationship
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with the quality of the educational activity; on the other hand, four other

variables, including sex of the teachert.were found to be insignificant as

predictors of the quality criterion. The discerning reader should note,

however, that this study was rather sketchily reported, and, therefore,

should be interpreted accordingly.

It is interesting to note that both Anderson (1971a) and Olson (1971)

suggest that teacher sex is unrelated to pupils' perceptions of the learning

climate within their classes and to be insignificant as a predictor of general

quality of educational process in any schoolroom. A contrary result is reported

by Ryans (1960) who found that male and female teachers have different effects

on the subject matter being taught. Generally, Ryans (1960) observed that

women teachers had more favorable attitude towards pupils, democratic class-

room practices, permissive educational viewpoints, and verbal understanding.

Men teachers scored significantly higher with respect to emotional stability

than did women teachers in the secondary school.

It should be noted that none of the above studies examined rural-urban

differences in learning environment. Randhawa & Fu (1973) point out that a

considerable amount of material has been written about rural pupils and the

situation which has caused the pupils in rural areas to bocci= disadvantaged,

but little of it has been based on research. Studies generally have dealt

with income per capita, indicating that rural incomes did not match urban

income per capita, and, as such, rural residents were disadvantaged in terms

of the larger society (Jenkins, 1963; Taylor & Jones, 1963).

Other studies (Baughman and Dahlstrom, 1968) have indicated a relation-

ship between the child family and his intellectual performance. Marjoribanks

(1972) developed a scale to assess the learning environment of the home.

The measures of learning environment as a set, produced significant multiple

correlations with each of the four subscale and total scores of the Primary,
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Mental Abilities Test. SimiJar results on the relationship between the

various aspects of the gross classificatory measures of the environment and

the mental abilities were reported by Ausubel (1968), Fraser (1959), and

Nisbet (1933). However, the replication of Marjoribanks' study across various

developmental levels and involving both male and female Ss could provide

much-needed useful informat'on to understand the effect of environmental

circumstance on intellectual development.

It is reported that socioeconomic status of rural youth plays an important

part in aspirations. Taylor and Jones (1963) stated that, when emphasis on

formal education was lacking, as in farm families, the youth involved did

not perceive education as a dominant value and consequently were not motivated

to obtain education. Still other studies in comparing the rural youth from

a higher socioeconomic level with rural youth from a lower socioeconomic level,

(Sperry et al. 1965; Taylor and Jones 1963), indicated that rural youth from

a higher socioeconomic level had higher educational aspirations and took

greater advantage of educational opportunities than rural youth from lower

socioeconomic levels.

A number of studies (Ackerson, 1967; Edington, 1971; Lamanna & Samora, 1967)

have shown that rural or urban residence is strongly related to educatioosl

status. Urban residents are almost always better educated than rural residents,

regardless of sex, age, maturity, race or parentage. On the other hand, rural

pupils are characterized by poor educational achievement as compared with urban

pupils (Edington, 1971).

The present study was an attempt to test the following null hypotheses:

1) There will be no significant differences in the mean vectors in environ-

mental and intellectual variables for science, mathematics, social studies,

aid English classes.

2) Rural classes will have the same mean vector as the urban classes on the
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dependent variables.

3) The mean vector of the grade 8 classes will be the same as that of the

grade 11 classes on the dependent variables.

4) There will be no significant interaction between grade levels and subjects.

Method

Sample.-- Ninety-six classrooms in the province of Saskatchewan in 1972 were

selected. Forty-six of these were grade 8 and 50 grade 11 classrooms. Forty-

seven of these classrooms were from rural schools and the remaining 50 were

from urban schools. The selected classrooms represented only one of the four

subjects; mathematics, science, English, or social studies. The sex of the

teacher, responsible for the selected subject in the particular grade, was also

identified.

Procedure.-- It should be noted that the sampling unit for the present study

was the classroom. This practice though highly desirable and advisable is

rarely followed in research in education. Some of the notable excepti.ons have

been the investigations by Anderson (1971a), by Olson (1971), and Walberg (1968b,

1969a, 1969b, 1969c).

The students in each classroom were randomly divided into two groups in

accordance with the suggestion for such randomization by Walberg and Welch

(1967). The Learning Environment Inventory (LEI) (Anderson, 1971b) and the

Primary Mental Abilities Test (MA) were administered in each classroom so

that one-half of the class took the LEI and the other half of the class took

the PMA. The 15 scales of the LEI are identified as cohesiveness, diversity,

formality, speed, environment, friction, goal direction, favoritism, dO.ficulty)

apathy, democratic, cliqueness, satisfaction, disorganization, and competitiveness.

Anderson (1971b) has provided available reliability and validity data on the

LEI scales. The 2MA yields four subscores on verbal meaning) number facility,

reasoning, and spatial relations as well as the total score. For the purposes
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of this study, the }A raw scores were converted into the corresponding

deviation Igs.

Analysis and Reculte

The data on the 20 dependent variables were first analyzed using a

four factor multivariate and univcriate analysis of variance (MANOVA & ANOVA)

design. The purpose of this analysis was to ascertain primarily the effect

of teacher sex as well as its interaction with course content or. the social

and intellectual climate of the Classroom. Neither teacher sex main effect

nor any of its interactions with course content, locale (rural and urban)

and grade level approached significance at the .05 level. These results

are consistent with Anderson's (1971a) which showed that neither teacher

sex nor its interaction with course content produced statistically significant

effect on classroom learning climate. Also, one of the cells in the design

for the present analysis was empty, Therefore the data were reanalyzed in

a fixed three factor design after dropping teacher sex as an independent

variable. This design along with cell frequencies is illustrated in Table 1.

Insert Tables 1 and 2 about here

Observed means for the three main classifications are given in Table 2.

A summary of MAVOVA and NOVA results is given in Table 3. Contrary

Insert Table 3 about here

to Anderson's, (1971a) finding that course content produced significant

effect on the learning environment of the classroom it was found that course

content does not effect the learning environment of the classroom generally

(nonsignificant multivatiate main effect). However, the AEOVA results



indicated that course content effects only the cohesiveness of the classroom

significantly (F (3,80) = 3.20, p z .05). Multiple comparisons on this variable

were made using Scheffe (1959) method. It was found that mathematics and social

studies classrooms had significantly higher means on cohesiveness than English

classrooms, This finding is inconsistent with Anderson's (1970a). He found

that classes in history and Lnglish were more cohesive than those in the

sciences, including mathematics. It is atso reported that class cohesiveness

related to learning criteria differentially depending upon the norms of the

cohesive class (Anderson, 1970b). Furthermore, cohesive classes sanction only

goal-directed behavior; if the group norm includes learning, cohesiveness

contributes to increased learning; for non-learning oriented 'lasses, cohesiveness

acts agatnst those pupils who want to learn. Also, this LEI variable has been

shown to relate to three major class and course properties including the one

discussed above. Small classes are more cohesive than larger classes, par-

ticularly when the class contains fewer than 16 pupils (Anderson & Walberg,

1971; Walberg, 1969d; Walberg & Ahlgren, 1970), and classes of teachers

inexperienced with a new course are perceived as more cohesive than those

taught by teachers familiar with the course (Anderson, Walberg, & Welch, 1969).

The fact remains, however, that course content is related to the cohesiveness

of the class and this effect could be linked to many other variables.

The multivariate tent of the locale main effect as significant

(F (20,61) = 2.01, p z .05) which shows that the rural and urban classrooms

had significantly ifferent mean profiles on the 20 variables. The ANOVA

results showed that only on cohesiveness the rural classrooms were significantly

more cohesive than the urban classrooms tr. (1,80) = 14.86, p z .05). An

examination of the standardized discriminant function coefficients indicates

that rural classrooms are characterized by cohesiveness, cliqueness, dis-

organization, and competitiveness. Whereas, urban classrooms are characterized
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by environment, difficulty, and satisfaction.

The learning environments in grades 8 and 11 classrooms were significantly

different (F (20,61) = 18,78, p L .05). Twelve of the 15 LEI variables as

shown in Table 3 produced significant univariate F-ratios (p / .05). All of

the 12 significant LEI variables had higher means for grade 8 than grade 11

classes. However, the ANOVA results on the PHA scores showed that grade 11

classes had significantly higher means on number facility and total IQ. It

is interesting to note that means on the 14 LEI variables for grade 8 were

higher than grade 11 classes and on democratic scale means were equal.

However, on all the MA scores, grade 11 classes had higher means than

grade 8 classes. The above differences cannot be attributed entirely to

the covariation effect because in a separate analysis controlling for the

four PHA subscorps almost similar results were obtained.

The MANOVA second and third order interactions were all non.significanta

However, the univariate ANOVA produced a significant course content x grade

interaction on apathy (F (3,80) = 3.18, p .05). This intereaction is

illustrated in Fig. 1. It is indicated by these data that apathy relates to

Insert Figure 1 about here

course content differentially depending upon the grade placement of the learnea.

Since mathematics classes have been found to be highest on cohesiveness and

apathy, it would appear that grade 8 students particularly will have leaser

affinity with class activities. Therefore, the teaching of mathematics in

grade 8 provides a significant challenge to the teachers.

Also locale x grade interaction was, significant for friction- (F 0-

p 1(.05) and competitiveness (F'- (1,80) 5.92, p Z.435)., These-inter-

-ActiOnS are illustrated_in'lignrea-2 and FriOtion-and Competitiveness are
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insert Figures 2 and 3 about here ,

'related to grade placement of learners depending upon the locale, These two

variables seem to be'nensitive to the size of the School and the extent oi

intimacy and neighborliness that prevail, in the classroom and community

iniefactions. Generally grade 8 classrooms are comprised of students who some

from the community where the pupils have more intimate contact after school'

and partake in other activities in the community. On the other hand gride II

st4dints attend-the central collegiates where the possibilities of prior

social contacts are limited.

Discussion

_Educators often claim that the quality of on educational experience is

'less,Plosely related to the content of the subject matter learned than to the

Jeethodor process of learning; Many-of the new'seience and matheliiatics courses

seem perticularly relevant'to disciples of student centered instruction. -- it

'isan encouraging trend in evaluation studies that pupils' perception of-their

-Jearning environment are assessed;

The classja a-dynamic group. The context in which the class is embedded

is a-significant determinant of the learning environment, ''The ,contex0-thie

ispnyi imPliesairthe independebt veriatiles-that*terMinothe learning

environment- -Sing cniledtiveiSq-or'interaotiVely,i Hooever,-no single study

oan exhaustively'- determine the various thoelote0AnetiOnS=On

01M:14 environment 'Id '04endent, -'1hi'000 en 6' i 614441 uncovered

¢f --the possible' f tinOgiont Offek are' predia

`i eiateht ~`wi`th Itie t': "of -11iiii*ii6to ilti'cir44
.

,,

OliViriinnient-SOnreA--:n tilde 8,wer ,,sys ema ically
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higher than grade 11 students. However, the intellectual environment (PHA)

Scores were in the reverse ordnrs This phenomenon could be explained by

several factors, Firstly, syStematic elimination of students after grade 8

from the selected courses due to the availability of non.aeademic streams in

..the high schools-for those students who are not academically inclined and

-less able would account for the differences on the ?MA scores. Secondly,

developmental differences in grade 8-and-grade 11 students would suggest

some differences in their response styles on the LEI and in test wiseneas on

the PHIA4j Thirdly, differences in the perceptions-by individuals of the learning

environment with different intellectual capacities may ba'another factor,

$the controlling for PHA similar results were obtained on the LEI variables;

therefore, the grade_effect cannot be exPloined'totally by the covariation effect..-

, Hence, grade 8_and 11 classrooms provide significantly different learning

climate which on apathy scale is highly dependent,on course_content and on

,r--friction and competitiveness scales is related tolocale.

Rural andurban classrooms in general, have significantly-different

Awning climate. Significantly mote--cohesive structures are prevalent in

rural classrooms-than_in urban classrooms, Further, rural classrooms are

characterized by cliqueness, disorganization, and competitiveness. Whereas

urban classrooms are characterized by environment, difficulty, and satisfaction.

Superior material resources, challenging courses and satisfaction with the

learning-situation are typical of urban classrooms. Rural Classrooms provide

for intimate relationships-smong'the class-Members and a facilitativeStmaSphere

for'theformation'of sfilintat;groups. The classes-in the rtlfaltings are

perceivedas aig6thanfidd-and=leSs-natisfYingl Thd'akiCting'digpafity-in'the

dillidia64'Wthik-OlUalt*'(W0-0006fig'itt*Wid-itlik440AjalLi4
-

Childient'Urgont'SEOS ara'nee edfo:Makeeke-idtal--seftl-gs--attractIve-for

ye
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the educational personnel of high calibre to narrow the gap in tho provision

of equal educational opportunity.
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